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[57] ABSTRACT 

An arrangement (apparatus and method) for providing an 
interactive evaluation of suppliers as proposed vendors for a 
project A supplier evaluation system comprises a database 
storing a plurality of maturity requirements and recognized 
quality standards, and a main processing system for com- 
piling selected standards and quality maturity requirements 
in accordance with project objectives. The project require- 
ments are supplied by a communication network to a sup- 
plier in the form of an interactive supplier self-evaluation 
system. Alternatively, the supplier self-evaluation system 
may be provided to a supplier on a CD-ROM. The supplier 
self-evaluation system is arranged to include a plurality of 
objective questions corresponding to the selected maturity 
requirements. A supplier may selectively access local data- 
base files on the CD-ROM for information regarding the 
selected maturity requirements, or may remotely access the 
supplier evaluation system databases for supplemental infor- 
mation. After uploading the supplier responses to the sup- 
plier evaluation system, a supplier maturity level is calcu- 
lated. An on-site supplier audit is thereafter conducted to 
confirm supplier responses and to obtain any additional 
information. Supplier approval is dependent upon a mini- 
mum supplier maturity level based upon the scored supplier 
responses to the maturity questions and the on-site audit 

38 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR Quality assurance has evolved to the level whereby the 

PROVIDING INTERACTIVE EVALUATION International Organization for Standardization has estab- 

OF POTENTIAL VENDORS lished their own quality standards. For example, the Inter- 

national Organization for Standardization has issued a series 
FIELD OF THE INVENTION 5 of requirements such as ISO-9000 related to quality assur- 

The present invention relates to systems and methods f 0 ^- £uch quality standards are an important consideration 
used to analyze supplier capabilities in order to qualify a m ^ haamat . ™ d software products. With respect to 
supplier as a vendor for a project software product development, quality standards are 

directed to a process evaluation of the method of designing 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RELATED ART 10 and producing the software consistent with process control 

Vendor qualification is a process by which a group of standards to increase the likelihood of a higher quality 
suppliers of high technology goods and services are evalu- software product 

ated by a pureeing agent to determine at least one supplier A problem with conventional vendor qualification tech- 
ftat wai qualify as a vendor capable of providing a satis- ^ is ^ UffS ^ ^spouting ^ rr,/ 

factory product and/or level of service based upon prede- 15 RFQ's that include the standardized quaHtycontrol require- 
termined project objectives. A typical project scenario may ,„ n ".™TL - ^"fr™" 4 , ' uu 1 ic h us ^ c - 

involve a government agency^ty Company, teTeJhote ^ents.TOe staiidaro^ tend to 

company, automotive mall^^ *^*™™<^*^^ 
tern integrator that desires to purchased computerised ^ q^ty^nttol requirements ^ todware products and 
system, such as a new payroU accounting « or a a ^T^' ™ RTO/RFQ for a system 

private branch exchange (PBX) telephone network. 20 hardware and software may include various qual- 

Alternatively, the project scenario may involve a manufac- ^JT?™?* ^ plurahty of standards organizations 
turer identifying a reliable long-term supplier of quality n \ 0 ^^^f ™\ ** 

goods: the automotive industry relies on supers to provide ? ^ ?, SP °^ *° *f t0 te COm P lex " 

millions of substantially defect-free parts every year accord- „ ^ mvolved m me different quahty requirements, 
ing to exacting schedules to minimize parts inventory. In addmoii, tte evaluation of a supplier's response to the 
Alternatively, the project scenario may involve a telecom- RFP/RFQ be diflcult from a comparison standpoint 
munications company purchasing central office switches. especially since the evaluation is based upon a subjective 
voice mail systems, computer systems, video dial tone evaluation of the supplier's response. Thus, it may be 
network elements, components for local loop distribution, ™ difficult for a reviewer of the supplier's responses to gain a 
etc, full understanding of the supplier's responses compared 

An important consideration in vendor qualification is wim atiia ^PP 11 ^ especially when many individuals 
quality (a product and/or service free from defects) and having different subjective criteria are used in the evaluation 
reliability (a product and/or service having a relatively long P 10 ^- Henc e, experts are often needed to review the 
mean time between failures). The efforts to minimize defects 35 SUppher responses, thereby complicating the evaluation pro- 
may in some instances be more important than the technical cess " 

speefficationsoffoepr^ DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION 

that arise in products used in the telecommunications indus- 
try may. cause disastrous consequences when implemented 111 view of ^ foregoing, there is a need to provide a 
as a critical component in an established telecommunica- 40 system that enables a more objective analysis for evaluating 
tions network. Thus, purchasing agents will expend substan- supplier capabilities to qualify a supplier as a vendor for a 
tial efforts identifying suppliers able to provide a products project 

that meet the necessary reliability standards of the relevant There is also a need for a system that provides a more 
industry. efficient generation of requests for proposals (RFP/RFQs), 

Vendor qualification typically involves the process of a 45 whereby a system designer may select different standards 
purchasing agent identifying a set of technical requirements depending upon their relevance. 

that need to be met, compiling the technical requirements There is also a need for an interactive supplier response 
into a request for proposal or a request for quotation (RFP/ system, enabling a supplier to more efficiently and more 
RFQ) that is disseminated to various suppliers, receiving accurately respond to the request for proposal Moreover, it 
and evaluating the RFP/RFQ responses from the suppliers, 50 is desirable that such a system enables a supplier to selec- 
and selecting a vendor based upon the RFP/RFQ responses. tively access specifications stored locally or from a remote 
The purchasing agent may be an employee, or "buyer**, of source, such as a centralized database, 
the entity interested in purchasing the products or services There is also a need for a supplier evaluation system that 
identified in the RFP/RFQ, a contracting department of the provides objective criteria for selecting a vendor, as opposed 
buying entity, or an independent agent acting on behalf of 55 to subjective evaluation of supplier responses to an RFP/ 
the buying entity. RFQ. 

In responding to the RFP/RFQ, a supplier must provide These and other needs are met by the present invention, 
both technical assurances that the technical specifications of The present invention provides a method and apparatus for 
a product will be met and quality assurances that quality evaluating supplier capabilities to qualify a supplier as a 
control procedures are implemented. By selecting a supplier 60 vendor for a project The method and apparatus for evalu- 
that has an established quality control procedure, there is a ating supplier capabilities may be used by a purchasing 
greater likelihood that the requested service and/or product agent of an entity (public or private) interested in purchasing 
will be supplied more reliably in terms of product perf or- products or software services. According to the present 
mance and volume production, thereby resulting in less risk invention, vendor requirements are selected for a vendor 
on the part of the buying entity from the standpoint of 65 qualification, and the vendor requirements are assigned a 
production control, project scheduling, and product reliabil- relative weight on the basis of project objectives. The 
**y- requirements are provided to a supplier; for example in the 
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form of software which may be downloaded from the 
evaluator's business system to the supplier's sales depart- 
ment After receiving supplier responses to the requirements, 
the supplier responses are assigned a scaled score on the 
basis of corresponding desired vendor responses. The scaled 
score of the supplier responses are correlated with the 
relative weight of the requirements, and a supplier maturity 
level is calculated representing an objective evaluation of 
the supplier responses. The supplier maturity level refers to 
the supplier's sophistication and capabilities in establishing 
and maintaining quality standards in the design, production, 
distribution, serviceability, and reliability of the supplier's 
product or service. Additional iterations of vendor require- 
ments and supplier responses may be provided to obtain 
more detailed evaluations of a supplier. After the supplier 
maturity level has been calculated, a supplier site evaluation 
is conducted based on the supplier maturity level and the 
vendor requirements in order to generate an on-site evalu- 
ation report The on-site evaluation report is compared with 
the supplier maturity level to provide a combined supplier 
evaluation between the supplier responses and the supplier 
site evaluation. The supplier is then selected as a vendor in 
accordance with the combined supplied evaluation. 

According to the present invention, a selected group of 
requirements defining quality control standards, also 
referred to as maturity requirements, are applied on the basis 
of project objectives. The selected requirements are supplied 
in a RFP/RFQ as objective criteria to be met by a desired 
vendor in a project Upon receiving the supplier responses, 
each response is provided with a scaled score. By correlating 
the scaled score with the relative weight of each of the 
requirements with respect to the project objectives, the 
present invention enables an objective evaluation of the 
supplier responses in order to determine a supplier maturity 
level. 

Moreover, the on-site evaluation at the supplier site 
enables validation of the supplier responses, and enables 
further objective evaluations of supplier capabilities to meet 
project requirements. Thus, the present invention provides 
an improved arrangement for evaluating suppliers as quali- 
fied vendors by establishing more objective criteria, thereby 
eliminating the need for subjective evaluation by experts. 

The present invention also provides a system for the 
evaluation of suppliers for a project The system comprises 
a first database storing a plurality of existing standards for 
use in formulating a set of requirements for a project, a 
vendor database storing existing vendor performance 
reports, historical vendor performance reports and prior 
on-site audit reports, a product database identifying product 
performance and reliability for existing products supplied by 
existing and prior vendors, and a main processing system far 
selectively accessing the databases in response to database 
access requests, and for compiling supplier compliance 
levels based upon input supplier responses and weighting 
factors. The system also comprises a business system por- 
tion for accessing the main processing system in order to 
design the RFP/RFQ, respond to supplier queries regarding 
issued RFP/RFQ's, supply on-site inspection (audit) reports 
to the vendor database, and supply any parameters necessary 
for making a final deterrnination for selecting a vendor from 
different suppliers. 

The system may also include a supplier interface enabling 
a supplier to send and receive information to the supplier 
evaluation system. The supplier interface enables a supplier 
to electronically download the RFP/RFQ, which may be in 
the form of an executable code or a protected data file. The 
supplier interface may also enable the supplier to electroni- 
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cally upload the supplier responses to the supplier evaluation 
system. In addition, the supplier interlace may allow a 
supplier to selectively access the databases of the supplier 
evaluation system in order to receive information on existing 
5 vendor performance reports or product updates, as well as 
download specifications relevant to the particular RFP/RFQ. 

The present invention also provides a supplier self- 
evaluation system that enables a supplier to more efficiently 
respond to a request for proposal. According to the present 
10 invention, a supplier self-evaluation system enables a sup- 
plier to perform a self-evaluation and verification with 
respect to project requirements, and enables a supplier to 
generate a supplier response. In addition, the supplier self- 
evaluation system provides interactive access of product or 
15 systems specifications from a locally-stored or remote data- 
base. Finally, the supplier self-evaluation system enables the 
supplier to electronically transmit the supplier response file 
to the evaluator, thereby resulting in a more efficient 
response process for the supplier. 
20 According to the present invention, the supplier self- 
evaluation system comprises a RFP/RFQ template file com- 
prising the project requirements determined by the buyer, a 
plurality of specification files that include selected portions 
of standard specifications referenced in the RFP/RFQ, a 
^ communication module enabling access to a remote data- 
base having complete files of the standards identified in the 
RFP/RFQ, and a word processing based computer system 
having an access routine to selectively access the specifica- 
tion files and the remote database in response to user 
30 requests. The access routine selectively accesses the local 
specification files and the communication software to pro- 
vide information to a user operating the word processing 
system based on user requests for information. In response 
to user inputs, the word processing based system generates 
35 a vendor response file including the supplier responses to the 
requirements identified in the RFP/RFQ template file. Thus, 
the supplier self-evaluation system enables interactive 
access to data files necessary for completion of the supplier 
responses to the RFP/RFQ requirements in an efficient 
^ manner. 

These and other features of the present invention will 
become readily apparent in view of the accompanying 
drawings and the detailed description of the embodiments. 

45 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a flow chart of the supplier quality maturity 
assessment process according to the present invention. 
FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a supplier evaluation system 
50 for executing the method of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a supplier self-evaluation 
system of the present invention. 
FIG. 4 is a block diagram of the supplier self-evaluation 
5J system of FIG. 3. 

FIG. 5 is an exemplary flow diagram of the supplier 
self-evaluation process for responding to the buyer require- 
ments in accordance with the present invention. 
FIG. 6 is an illustration of a computer display showing 
60 execution of the supplier self-evaluation system of FIG. 3. 

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE 
INVENTION 

FIG. 1 is a flow diagram of a method for evaluating 
65 supplier capabilities to qualify a supplier as a vendor, 
according to a preferred embodiment of the present inven- 
tion. Specifically, the disclosed method is directed to evalu- 
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ating the quality control capabilities of the supplier and is apply the requirements to the request for proposal/request 

therefore also referred to as a supplier quality maturity far quotation (RFP/RFQ), which includes requirements for 

assessment process. The supplier quality maturity assess- technical specifications, price and availability, service and 

ment process (SQ-MAP) is a supplier selection analysis to support and the selected quality maturity requirements from 
measure a supplier's quality process maturity. The SQ-MAP 5 step 14. The completed RFP/RFQ in step 16 is disseminated 

process is based upon national and international quality to suppliers mat desire to be qualified as vendors for the 

standards including ISO 9001/ISO 9000-3, the disclosures identified project The completed RFP/RFQ is received from 

of which are incorporated herein by reference. The SQ-MAP the supplier in step 18, and includes the supplier responses 

process is applicable for assessing the quality process matu- to the RFP/RFQ requirements in step 16. As discussed in 

rity level of haraware manufacturing and software develop- detail below with respect to FIG. 4, the supplier responses 

mentsupphers.toaddi^ may be in written form, or may be electronically stored on 

The process in FIG. 1 begins with a tier 1 analysis which Aft ' tUtt MWnwst ^ A ©mmm ^ 
is directed to the generation^ a request for proposal or a ^ & f wm ? lct * d ^RFP/RFQ mcluding the supplier 
request for quotation (RFP/RFQ), S,viding the RFP/RFQ 15 res P°? ses 15 received from the supplier in step 18, the 
to a supplier, receiving the supplier responses, and calcu- ^peases to ^ ^estions are analyzed in 

lating a supplier compliance level, also referred to as a step 20. As discussed above with respect to step 14, certain 
supplier maturity level. maturity requirements have different levels of relevance to 

Specifically, the tier 1 analysis in step 10 begins with fo c P">j«ct objectives. Thus, each of the maturity questions 
establishing a master set of supplier quality process maturity 20 ^ assigned a weight value corresponding to the relevance 
requirements in step 12. These maturity requirements may of fee maturit y questions to the project objective. Thus, a 
be established from a known set of quality process maturity question may be assigned a weight factor of 1-5, 
standards, such as: ISO 9001 "Quality Systems— Model for whereby a maturity question having a weighted value of 1 
Quality Assurance and Design, Production, Installation and would refer to a maturity requirement having a modest 
Servicing"; ISO 9000-1 "Quality Management and Quality 25 degree of relevance to the project objective, whereas the 
Assurance Standards : Part TU-Guidelines for the Application weighting value of 5 refers to a maturity requirement having 
of ISO 9001 t o the D evelopment, Supply and Maintenance a critical relevance to the project objective. For example, a 
of Software"; IEEE Std. 1074 "Standard for Developing maturity question such as "Has a quality system been 
life Cycle Processes"; DOD-STD-2167A, "Defense System established, documented and maintained which covers all 
Software Development"; DOD-STD-2168, "Defense Sys- 30 phases of the software life cycle" may have a weighting 
tern Software Quality Program"; Bellcore documents value of 1 for a product having primarily hardware-specific 
TR-NVVT-0001252, "Quality System Generic Requirements functionality, whereby the software is incidental to the 
nl^^ IsSUe December 1992 and TR-NWT- overall functionality of the product However, if the same 
000179, "Quality System Generic Requirements for rnaturity question is directed to a product that is essentially 
Software", Issue 2, June 1993, the disclosures all of which 35 a software-based computer system, the same question may 
are incorporated herein by reference. have a weighting value of 5 for the software-based product 

The set of supplier quality process maturity requirements a weighting value may also be assigned on the basis of 
established in step 12 serve as a reference for all available the relative sophistication of the maturity requirement For 
ir^tunty requirements for use in establishing quality matu- example, the requirements may be organized on the basis of 
nty requirements for a specific project As discussed below 40 maturity level, whereby level 2 maturity level represents a 
in detail with respect to FIG. 2, these supplier quality supplier that exhibits an elementary level of quality maturity 
process maturity requirements may be set up in a database by demonstrating a repeatable process; level 3 refers to a 
for selective access. defined level of maturity that demonstrates a standardized 

The tier 1 analysis continues to step 14 in FIG. 1, whereby process; level 4 refers to a managed level of maturity that 
quality maturity requirements are selected from the set of 45 demonstrates a quantitatively controlled process; level 5 
requirements established in step 12 in accordance with refers to an optimized level of maturity that demonstrates a 
project requirements. For example, a project related to a contmuoudyinuroved process; and level 6 refers to a world 
voice mail system may have a set of hardware requirements class level of maturity that demonstrates a process that is 
and software requirements. However, if the project require- typically used only by a quality leader If a supplier favor- 
ments specify that the hardware for the voice mail system 50 ably responds to a question representative of a level 2 
will not be within a central office, then certain hardware maturity level, the response would be given a weighting 
safety standards specifically related to central office equip- factor of 1; in contrast, if a supplier favorably responds to a 
ment would be unnecessary. As an alternative example, a question representative of a level 6 inaturity question, the 
design project involving software systems only do not response would be given a weighting factor of 5. 
require additional quality standards related to hardware- 55 According to the preferred embodiment, the maturity 
based systems. For example, a software-only design project questions applied to the RFP/RFQ in step 16 are written in 
would use the above-identified Bellcore standard TR-NWT- an objective format such as "yes"or "no" type questions, or 
000179, whereas a hardware-only design would use the asking the supplier to select a response "A-E" that best 
above-identified Bellcore standard TR-NWT-0001252, and represents the suppliers capabilities. The supplier responses 
a design comprising hardware and software components 60 are then scored based upon an objective evaluation of the 
would use at least portions from both standards. Hence, the responses. For example, for "yes"or "no" type of responses, 
system in step 14 selects only those quality inaturity require- a supplier response may receive a predetermined point 
ments from the set of maturity requirements established in value. Thus, if a supplier answers "no", or does not provide 
step 12 that are necessary for the objectives of the specific a response, the supplier would receive a score of "0" for that 
**°j ect 65 particular maturity question. If, however, the supplier 

After the necessary quality rnaturity requirements have responds with a "yes", then the supplier would be awarded 
been selected in step 14, the process continues at step 16 to a score of "1" for the score for that question. Alternatively, 
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for a multiple-choice question having multiple choices process maturity requirements are selected in step 40 from 
"A-£*\ the responses may have respective point values the set of maturity requirements established in step 12. For 
"1-5". As another example, if the supplier provides a written example, there may be specific maturity requirements that 
response to a maturity question, the supplier response may are relevant to production control and design control to be 
be scored on the basis of a response schedule, whereby a 5 used as criteria during the on-site supplier audit In addition, 
point is awarded for each item identified by the response. Id requirements may be selected to supplement the maturity 
other words, a response schedule may identify 10 possible questions generated far the RFP/RFQ in steps 14, 16 and 18. 
items that may be identified in the supplier's response. In Thus, the more detailed maturity requirements selected in 
this case, the supplier receives a predetermiDed point value step 42 concerns the function of validating the supplier 
for each item identified in the supplier's response. The items 1Q responses, and identifying the detailed quality control pro- 
in the schedule may have identical point values, or may have cedures used by the supplier. This technique may be par- 
different point values, depending upon the relevance and ticularJy effective when a novice supplier may not have a full 
importance of the item to the maturity question. understanding of the maturity questions in the RFP/RFQ, 

After scoring the supplier responses in step 22, a supplier and may lack the sophistication typically needed to respond 
maturity level is calculated in step 24. The supplier maturity 13 to RFP/RFQ 1 s generally. Thus, the selected quality maturity 
level may be calculated in a variety of ways. For example, requirements in step 42 enable validation of the supplier 
the supplier maturity level may be calculated by correlating responses, and provide a framework for a more detailed, 
the score of each supplier response with the weighting value evaluation of the supplier capabilities and maturity level, 
of the corresponding maturity question. In such a case, a After the quality maturity requirements have been 
supplier maturity level value is calculated as a weighted jq selected in step 42. a physical audit at the supplier site is 
summation of the supplier responses. In addition, the sup- conducted in step 44. The on-site audit, also referred to as a 
plier maturity level may be calculated on the basis of the supplier site evaluation, is typically performed by the pur- 
mean value of the supplier responses and/or the standard chasing agent and/or employees/consultants of the buying 
deviation of the suppler responses. For example, assuming entity specialized in relevant fields, such as design 
each of the supplier responses had a possible score in the 25 engineers, quality control engineers, production engineers, 
range of 1-5, if all the maturity questions have relatively all and production control managers responsible for production 
the same weight value, then the mean score may be used to scheduling. The on-site audit includes validating the sup- 
deterrnine the average supplier maturity level for the differ- plier responses to the RFP/RFQ, either by performing actual 
ent requirement In addition, if consistency in providing the tests on hardware equipment or software systems, and/or by 
same level of maturity for different requirements is an 30 reviewing the quality control procedures and processes at 
important consideration, then the calculated maturity level the supplier site. The results of the audit are recorded in an 
may be dependent upon the standard deviation of the sup- on-site audit report, also referred to as the on-site evaluation 
plier responses scored. Thus, it may be more desirable to report, in step 46. Upon completing the on-site audit report 
select a supplier having an overall lower mean score, but after analyzing the audit observations in step 46, the supplier 
which has a more consistent evaluation, as opposed to a 35 processes are scored on the basis of the on-site audit report 
supplier that has a higher mean score but which has incon- and the selected quality maturity requirements from step 42. 
si stent or substantial variations in the different responses. The scoring technique in step 48 uses similar processes as 

Upon calculating the supplier maturity level in step 24, it discussed above with respect to step 22. 

is then determined in step 26 whether the supplier meets the After the supplier processes have been scored in step 48, 

minimum maturity level. Preferably, the minimum maturity 40 the supplier maturity level is recalculated in step 50 to 

level is set at either a level 2 maturity level for a repeatable account for variations between the supplier responses to the 

process, or a level 3 maturity level for a standardized RFP/RFQ and the audit observations, and in view of the 

process. If the supplier does not meet me minimum maturity additional information obtained from the audit, separate 

level in step 26, the supplier is automatically rejected in step from the responses to the maturity questions in the tier 1 

30. 4 5 analysis. 

However, if it is determined in step 26 that the supplier After recalculating the supplier maturity level in step 50, 
meets the minimum maturity level, then an interim decision it is determined in step 52 whether the supplier meets the 
is made in step 32 whether to automatically approve the minimum maturity level. If it is determined mat the supplier 
supplier. For example, if the supplier is a regular and does not meet the minimum maturity Level in step 52, then 
established vendor for other projects, and has an excellent 50 the supplier is not approved for selection (step 54), and the 
historical vendor performance to suggest that the supplier tier 2 analysis is repeated for additional suppliers (step 56). 
responses are accurate and that the supplier would be a If, however, it is determined in step 52 that the supplier 
high-quality reliable vendor, then the supplier may be auto- meets the minimum maturity level in step 52, then the 
mau'cally approved as a vendor in step 34. If there are only processes turns to step 32 to determine whether the supplier 
one or two suppliers that are to be qualified as vendors, the 55 should be approved as a qualified vendor. At step 32, as 
process may end here. More typically, however, the supplier discussed above, different considerations may come into 
evaluation may be part of an overall competitive bidding play, especially for competitive bidding scenarios. For 
scenario. In this case, additional suppliers may be compared example, step 32 may include a risk assessment that com- 
and analyzed to obtain at least one qualified vendor. Thus, if pares the technical capabilities of the supplier and project 
it is determined in step 32 that an automatic approval of a 60 price offered by the supplier with the relative risk as to 
supplier cannot be made, then an additional tier 2 analysis is success of the project as determined by the supplier's 
performed, namely performance of an on-site supplier audit maturity level calculated by the buyer. For example, in some 
to validate the supplier responses, and to gain any additional instances it may be desirable from a risk assessment stand- 
information necessary to complete the supplier selection point to select a supplier that has a higher maturity level, 
process. 65 despite an increased cost, in order to maximize reliability. In 

Step 38 identifies the beginning of the tier 2 analysis for some instances, however, it may desirable to select a lower 

an on-site supplier audit The relevant supplier quality cost supplier that maintains a satisfactory supplier maturity 
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level in order to take advantage of a reduced cost within an 
acceptable risk. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a supplier evaluation system 
60 according to an embodiment of the present invention. Hie 
supplier evaluation system 60 is designed to allow the entity 5 
generating the RFP/RFQ to generate the RFP/RFQ in an 
efficient manner by using interactive software enabling 
access to a database storing a plurality of supplier quality 
process maturity requirements. In addition, the supplier 
evaluation system 60 enables downloading of a RFP/RFQ to 10 
a supplier using an external communication network, 
thereby reducing or eliminating the necessity of voluminous 
paper transactions. The supplier evaluation system 60 is also 
designed to enable a supplier to have limited access to the 
evaluation system databases to obtain more detailed 15 
information, for example, about the RFP/RFQ itself or 
standards referenced in the RFP/RFQ. Finally* the supplier 
evaluation system 60 is designed to enable the supplier to 
upload the RFP/RFQ responses directly to the supplier 
evaluation system for automatic processing of the supplier ^ 
responses. 

As shown in FIG. 2, the supplier evaluation system 60 
comprises a specification database 62 storing the master set 
of supplier quality maturity requirements established in step 
12 in FIG. 1 above. Thus, the specification database 62 25 
serves as a library for all hardware and software specifica- 
tions for known quality process standards. As discussed 
above with respect to step 12 in FIG. 1, such standards may 
be established by organizations such as International Orga- 
nization for Standardization (ISO). Institute of Electrical and 30 
Electronic Engineers (IEEE), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Underwriters Laboratory (UL), ANSI, AT&T, 
Bellcore, etc. In addition, the specification database 62 may 
store standards established by private companies or recog- 
nized vendors that may be necessary for systems compat- 35 
ibility between components from different vendors. 

The supplier evaluation system 60 also comprises a 
vendor database 64 that stores existing vendor performance 
reports, historical vendor performance reports, any prior 
on-site audit reports, and supplier responses to issued RFP/ 40 
RFQ's. The existing vendor performance reports include 
performance evaluations for existing vendors and action 
registers that identify problems to be resolved by the cor- 
responding vendor. Similarly, the historical vendor perfor- 
mance reports typically include performance reports for past 
vendors, or performance reports of existing vendors on past 
projects. Hie vendor database 64 also stores on-site audit 
reports from prior supplier visits, including on-site audits 
corresponding to step 44 of FIG. 1, as well as any additional 
reports of on-site supplier inspections. Finally, the vendor 
database 64 stores all supplier responses to issued RFP/ 
RFQ's including, for example, electronic data files uploaded 
from a supplier site. Thus, the vendor database 64 includes 
all information related to evaluations of suppliers and 
approved vendors. As discussed above with respect to step 
32 of FIG. 1, the information from the vendor database 64 
may be used to determine the final selection of a supplier as 
an authorized vendor. 

The supplier evaluation system also comprises a product 
database 66 mat identifies product performance and reliabil- 
ity for existing products supplied by existing and prior 
vendors. For example, in the field of telecommunications, 
the product database may include a data record for a digital 
switch manufactured by an approved vendor. Such a record 
would include a vendor identification, the model number of 
the digital switch, and an evaluation of the product con- 
formance to technical specifications, and an evaluation of 



138 

10 

the product reliability. Thus, while the vendor database 64 
evaluates performance and quality maturity from the per- 
spective of the vendor generally, the product database 66 
enables specific evaluation of products supplied by existing 
and prior vendors. Thus, the product database 66 enables a 
competitive analysis of all vendors that produce a selected 
switch to determine the respective performance of the ven- 
dors. Alternatively, the performance evaluation of all prod- 
ucts from a selected vendor may be correlated in order to 
gain an overall assessment of the selected vendor based on 
all prior products supplied by that vendor. Further, the 
product database 66 may include additional fields related to 
the technical or fiscal parameters of the product. The product 
database 66 may store information related to various types 
of products, such as hardware products, software, central 
office equipment customer premises equipment, or other 
specialized equipment 

The supplier evaluation system 60 of FIG. 2 also includes 
a main processing system 68, and a business terminal system 
70. The business terminal system 70 provides direct access 
to the main processing system 68. Alternatively, the business 
terminal system 70a may be remotely accessible to the main 
processing system 68 via. for example, a communication 
network 72. The business terminal system 70 provides a 
graphic user interface for a system designer designing the 
RFP/RFQ and a buyer evaluating suppliers. For example, a 
system designer may design the RFP/RFQ by dete rminin g at 
least part of the project objective by accessing the require- 
ments for specific products from the product database 66. In 
response to an access request from the business terminal 
system 70, the main processing system 68 accesses the 
product database 66 in order to obtain the relevant perfor- 
mance requirements for the selected product under consid- 
eration. If the system designer is designing a RFP/RFQ for 
a system that uses existing products, the main processing 
system 68 may access the necessary specifications from the 
specification database 62 corresponding to the selected 
products from the product database 66 in order to compile a 
selected set of maturity requirements for the RFP/RFQ. 

In addition, the system designer may use the business 
terminal system 70 to input the project objectives and the 
corresponding fields that identify the relevant specifications 
in the specification database 62. In a public 
tdecommunications, for example, the system designer may 
identify as a project objective the construction of a new 
45 central office; in such a case, the main processing system 68 
would access the specification database 62 to obtain all 
maturity requirements related to the construction of central 
office equipment as opposed to maturity requirements for 
customer premises equipment or facilities. After accessing 
50 the required maturity requirements, the system designer will 
use the business terminal 70 to complete the generation of 
the RFP/RFQ, and thereafter send an instruction to the main 
processing system 68 to download the RFP/RFQ to a 
supplier site 74 via the communication network 72. 
55 The main processing system 68 includes a supplier inter- 
face 69 enabling remote access via the communication 
network 72. Upon receiving a proper access code, the 
supplier interface 69 enables a supplier to electronically 
download the RFP/RFQ, which may be in the form of an 
€0 executable code or a protected data file. The supplier inter- ' 
face 69 may also enable the supplier to electronically upload 
the supplier responses to the main processing system 68. In 
addition, the supplier interface may allow a supplier to 
selectively access the databases of the supplier evaluation 
65 system 60 in order to receive information on existing vendor 
performance reports or product updates, as well as download 
specifications relevant to the particular RFP/RFQ. 
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As discussed below in detail with respect to FIGS. 3-5, 60 via the communication network. The supplier self- 

the supplier site 74 may use the downloaded RFP/RFQ evaluation system enables a supplier to perform an interac- 

system in an interactive manner to fully respond to the tive self-evaluation in preparation for responding to an 

RFP/RFQ. Upon completing the RFP/RFQ, the supplier site . RFP/RFQ by generating a series of questions for the supplier 

74 uploads the supplier response to the main processing 5 in accordance with the project requirements and the quality 

system 68. Upon receiving the RFP/RFQ response from the maturity requirements selected in step 14 of FIG. 1, and by 

supplier, the main processing system 68 stores the submitted providing interactive access to product or system specifica- 

RFP/RFQ response in the vendor database for later analysis tions stored in internal databases. In addition, the supplier 

by the user of the business terminal system 70. self-evaluation system provides remote access to database 

The user evaluating the RFP/RFQ responses then accesses 10 systems storing complete specifications, such as the speci- 
the stored RFP/RFQ response from the vendor database 64 fi cation database 62 in FIG. 2. The supplier self-evaluation 
in order to analyze the supplier responses to the maturity system also enables the supplier to electronically upload the 
questions, and to score the supplier responses. For example, supplier response file to the RFP/RFQ evaluator. 
the user evaluating the RFP/RFQ responses inputs to the As shown in FIG. 3, the first step of the supplier self- 
business terminal system 70 a command identifying the 15 evaluation system is to load the RFP/RFQ file into a corn- 
scaring technique to be used by the main processing system puter processing system at the supplier site (step 80). As 
68, after which the main processing system 68 returns a discussed in detail below with respect to FIG. 4, the RFP/ 
calculated supplier maturity level, as well as an indication as RFQ file is preferably a template file on a tangible medium, 
to whether the calculated supplier maturity level is greater such as a magnetic medium or CD-ROM. The RFP/RFQ file 
than the minimum maturity level. At this point, the main 20 may be either a read-only document file comprising the list 
processing system 68 can be designed to perform an auto- of questions in the RFP/RFQ for use by a word processing- 
rejection of the supplier if the supplier does not meet the based system or the RFP/RFQ file may be an interactive 
rninimum maturity leveL In addition, if the supplier is a program that provides a step-by-step interview process fox 
recognized vendor from previous projects, the main pro- the supplier to respond to general or specific questions about 
cessing system 68 may prompt the user of the business ^ the supplier's capabilities, during which point the supplier 
system 70 evaluating the RFP/RFQ responses whether the responses are appropriately compiled into the appropriate 
supplier should be automatically approved, as well as a portions of the RFP/RFQ. 

prompt to access the vendor database for existing action The RFP/RFQ file in step 80 may be loaded either by 

registers, vendor historical performance or prior on-site reading a file from a tangible medium such as a compact 

audit reports for the vendor selected. 30 disc, or by downloading the RFP/RFQ from the main 

The user of the business system 70 evaluating the RFP/ processing system 68 shown in FIG. 2 to the supplier site 74. 

RFQ responses may also use the main processing system 68 Alternatively, the RFP/RFQ file may be loaded by the 

to design the maturity requirements to be analyzed during supplier at the supplier site 74 accessing the main processing 

the on-site audit For example, after calculating the supplier system 68 to initiate an on-line evaluation session, whereby 

maturity level, the user of the business system 70 may access 35 the on-line evaluation session is managed by the main 

the specification database 62 for more detailed information processing system 68. 

regarding the specifications relevant to the selected maturity Referring to FIG. 3, after the RFP/RFQ file has been 

requirements. In addition, the specification database 62 may loaded in step 80, the supplier executes the RFP/RFQ file in 

be accessed by the main processing system 68 to cross step 82 to perform a self-evaluation/verification in accor- 

reference the selected maturity requirements with other 40 dance with the selected quality maturity requirements from 

maturity requirements or selected maturity requirements step 14 of FIG. 1. As discussed above, the self-evaluation/ 

required for the project In addition, the user evaluating the verification procedure may be implemented by providing the 

RFP/RFQ responses may access the vendor database 64 in RFP/RFQ questions in electronic format to enable the user 

order to identify prior vendor performance, as well as any to respond to the questions; in such a case, there will 

prior on-site audit report stored in the vendor database 64. 45 typically be a help function and a specification cross refer- 

The main processing system 68 will then compile the ence function to assist the supplier in responding to each of 

accessed specification records, action registers, historical the questions. Alternatively, the supplier is presented with a 

performance reports and/or on-site audit reports to generate series of interview-type questions directed to answering 

an audit schedule for use during the on-site audit at the specific components of the RFP/RFQ questions in accor- 

supplier site. so dance with the selected quality maturity questions. As dtts- 

During the physical audit at the supplier site, the user cussed in detail below with respect to FIG. 6, the supplier is 

evaluating the RFP/RFQ responses may access the supplier presented with a screen that provides a question from the 

evaluation system 60 using the business terniinal system RFP/RFQ, a portion for the supplier to enter a response, and 

70A, which may be implemented as, for example, a lap-top icons identifying a context-sensitive help function, maturity 

PC having a modem and a CD-ROM drive for reading a 55 requirements and/or specifications corresponding to the dis- 

CD-ROM storing the RFP/RFQ and relevant specifications played question. 

and maturity requirements, discussed in detail below. In As shown in FIG. 3, during the self-evaluation in step 82, 

such a case, the user may access the supplier evaluation the user is able to interactively access databases to obtain the 

system 60 via the communications network 72 in order to maturity requirements and/or specification corresponding to 

automatically upload to the supplier evaluation system 60 an «j the displayed question from the RFP/RFQ (step 84). The 

audit report, or to download any additional information from database access in step 84 accesses locally-stored databases 

the main processing system 68 or any of the databases. that are included as part of the supplier-evaluation system, 

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a supplier self-evaluation shown in detail below with respect to FIG. 4. In addition, the 

system according to the present invention. The supplier database access step 84 may involve accessing the remote 

self -evaluation system is provided to the supplier as part of 65 databases 62, 64, and 66 in the supplier evaluation system 60 

the RFP/RFQ, and may be implemented on a CD-ROM disc, . via the conimimication network 72. Thus, while the supplier 

or may be downloaded from the supplier evaluation system self-evaluation system includes a local database for use in 
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responding to the RFP/RFQ, the supplier self-evaluation 
system also provides means for accessing the remote data- 
bases in order to obtain more detailed information regarding 
the selected maturity requirements in the RFP/RFQ. 

As the supplier provides responses to the questions during 
the self -evaluatioiWerifi cation step 82, the supplier self- 
evaluation system generates a supplier response file in step 
86. The supplier response file will be implemented, for 
example, as a word processing-based document Upon 
completion of me supplier response file in step 86, the 
supplier response file is uploaded to the supplier evaluation 
system 60 shown in FIG. 2 (step 88). 

FIG. 4 discloses an exemplary structure of the supplier 
self-evaluation system. As shown in FIG. 4, the supplier 
self-evaluation system 100 comprises an RFP/RFQ template 
file 102 that is preferably implemented as a read-only data 
file. The RFP/RFQ template file 102 includes all maturity 
requirements and questions necessary for the supplier to 
respond to the RFP/RFQ generated in accordance with the 
above discussion with respect to FIGS. 1 and 2. The data 
from the RFP/RFQ template file 102 is supplied to a 
word-processing based system 104, which generates the 
graphic user interface shown in FIG. 6 to present the 
requirements and questions to the supplier, and which gen- 
erates the vendor response hie 106 storing the supplier 
responses to the questions presented 

The word-processing system 104 also comprises an 
access routine 104a used to access related specification files 
and help files in response to the supplier requests. For 
example, the access routine 104a enables the supplier to 
access a help file 108 providing context-sensitive informa- 
tion in responding to the question or operating the supplier 
self-evaluation system. If the supplier wishes to request 
information on a maturity requirement or standard, the 
access routine 104a fetches the corresponding maturity 
requirement file or specification file from a local specifica- 
tion database 110 that is stored locally on the CD-ROM or 
other tangible medium Hie supplier self-evaluation system 
also comprises a communication software 112 to enable the 
access routine 104a to access limited portions of the remote 
specification database 62 at the supplier evaluation system 
60. Thus, if a supplier desires detailed information that 
supplements the data stored in the local specification data- 
base 110, the access routine 104a uses the communication 
software 112 to access the specification database 62 for 
maturity requirements and/or standards that supplement the 
information stored in the local specification database 110. 

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram of an exemplary execution of the 
supplier self-evaluation system shown in FIGS. 3 and 4. As 50 
shown in FIG. 5, the process begins at step 120 by the 
loading of the word processing-based system 104. The word 
processing-based system 104 loads the first RFP/RFQ ques- 
tion or maturity requirement from the RFP/RFQ template 
file 102 in step 122 and displays the question. If there is a 55 
previously-stored vendor response file 106, the supplier 
self-evaluation system automatically loads the stored answer 
in step 124 and prompts the supplier whether the answer 
should be accepted or rejected. In response to the prompt, 
the supplier will either accept the loaded answer, or will edit ^ 
the answer with the appropriate response. 

At any time, the supplier may request additional infor- 
mation by selecting one of the icons on the display in FIG. 
6, such as a help button or an icon corresponding to a 
identified standard. If the supplier requests information at 65 
step 126, the access routine 104a accesses the requested 
information in step 128 from the local specification database 
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110 shown in FIG. 4. Upon displaying the requested 
information, the supplier is prompted at step 130 whether 
additional information should be downloaded. If the supplier 
desires, to download additional information, the supplement 
5 tal information corresponding to the information requested 
in step 128 is downloaded in step 132 from the remote 
specification database 62 using the communication software 
112. 

After the downloading of supplemental information from 
the remote database in step 132, the supplier is prompted at 
step 134 whether to continue the self-evaluation process. If 
the supplier desires to continue, the supplier is returned to 
the main display as shown in FIG. 6 in order to complete 
editing and to enter the answer in step 136. After entering the 
answer in step 136, the supplier is prompted in step 138 
whether to continue to the next question. If the supplier 
desires to continue to the next question, the process returns 
to step 122. Alternatively, if the supplier decides to terminate 
the self-evaluation, the edited answers are saved in the 
vendor response file 106 at step 140 and the process is 
halted 

FIG. 6 discloses an exemplary display of the supplier 
self-evaluation system. As shown in FIG. 6, the display 200 
shows a primary display window 210 and a secondary 
display window 212 superimposed over the primary display 
window 210. The windows 210 and 212 may use either a 
Microsoft Windows or Apple Macintosh format The pri- 
mary display window 210 comprises a question display 
portion 210a, an answer display portion 2106. a help icon 
210c, and RFP/RFQ standards icons 2104/. As shown in 
FIG. 6, the question display portion 210a displays the 
RFP/RFQ question loaded in step 122 of FIG. 5. The answer 
display portion 210k displays any loaded answer in step 124 
that may be edited and finally entered in step 135 of FIG. 5. 
Once the edited answer displayed in 210b is entered, the 
answer is stored in the vendor response file 106 shown in 
FIG. 4. The help icon 210c is used to enable the user to select 
the help file 108 as shown in step 128 of FIG. 5. Similarly, 
the RFP/RFQ standard icons 210a, 210e and 210/ are 
context-specific icons that identify a particular standard 
corresponding to the requirement currently displayed in the 
question display portion 210a. Upon selecting one of the 
RFP/RFQ standard icons, by the user, the access routine 
104a accesses the relevant standard from the local specifi- 
cation database 110 and displays the requirement and/or 
standard on the display 200. 

For example, upon selecting the RFP/RFQ standard icon 
210/ corresponding to a relevant Bellcore Technical Refer- 
ence requirement, the supplier self-evaluation system 
accesses and displays the secondary display window 212 
displaying the corresponding Bellcore Technical Reference 
requirement relevant to the question displayed in the ques- 
tion display portion 210a. As shown in FIG. 6, the secondary 
display portion 212 displays the text corresponding to the 
selected reference standard. If the supplier desires supple- 
mental information, the user can select a download icon 
212&, which causes the access routine 104a in FIG. 4 to 
instruct the communication software 112 to access the 
specification database 62 in order to retrieve supplemental 
information corresponding to the standard displayed in the 
text-portion 212a. After the information has been 
downloaded, the supplier will typically be. prompted 
whether to store the downloaded data on a tangible storage 
medium, such as a hard disc, or whether to print the 
downloaded information. Alternatively, the downloaded 
information may also be automatically displayed on the 
display 200. 
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Thus, as shown in FIG. 6, a supplier is able to interac- 
tively perform a self-evaluation in order to respond to the 
RFP/RFQ. If the supplier needs additional information to 
adequately respond to the question, the supplier can first 
access the maturity requirements and standards stored in the 5 
local specification database 110. If the supplier requires 
additional information that supplements the information 
stored in the local specification database, the supplier may 
download supplementary information from the remote data- 
base. Thus, the present invention provides an efficient 10 
method for enabling a supplier to efficiently respond to 
requests for proposals in an efficient manner. 

According to the present invention, the RFP/RFQ process 
for evaluation of a supplier as a potential vendor is enhanced 
from the perspective of the evaluator selecting different 13 
suppliers, and from the perspective of a supplier responding 
to the RFP/RFQ. The disclosed systems enable the supplier 
to more efficiently provide complete and accurate responses 
to an RFP/RFQ, and enable the evaluator to more efficiently 
obtain information necessary to select a vendor. Moreover, 20 
die disclosed system enables a more efficient procedure in 
performing the on-site supplier audit to verify the supplier's 
maturity level from a quality perspective level 

Although the disclosed embodiments relate primarily to 
an evaluation of maturity requirements from a quality 25 
perspective, it will be appreciated that the above arrange- 
ment may also be used in evaluating a supplier's capability 
to meet technical specifications for products and services. 

Id addition, although the supplier evaluation system is 
disclosed as having a main processing system and a plurality 30 
of databases, it will be appreciated that the disclosed 
embodiment may be modified by having a plurality of server 
systems, each having a specialized function. For example, 
the system of FIG. 2 may be modified to have a first server 
for processing specification access requests, a second server 35 
for processing vendor information requests corresponding to 
the vendor database 64, a third server for managing the 
product specifications corresponding to the product database 
66, a fourth server enabling the business system 72 to 
generate the RFP/RFQ, and a fifth server interfacing with 40 
suppliers for handling downloading and uploading of infor- 
mation from the supplier site 74. 

While this invention has been described in connection 
with what is presently considered to be the most practical 
and preferred embodiment, it is to be understood that the 
invention is not limited to the disclosed embodiment, but, on 
the contrary, is intended to cover various modifications and 
equivalent arrangements included within the spirit and scope 
of the appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 50 

1. A method for evaluating supplier capabilities to qualify 
a supplier as a vendor for a project, comprising the steps of: 

selecting requirements necessary for vendor qualification 
for said project, each of said requirements having a J3 
relative weight assigned on the basis of project objec- 
tives; 

providing said requirements to said supplier; 
receiving supplier responses to said provided 

requirements, respectively; $q 
assigning a scaled score for each of said supplier 

responses on the basis of corresponding desired vendor 

responses; 

calculating in a computer-based processing system said 
supplier compliance level in accordance with said 65 
relative weight of a corresponding requirement and said 
scaled score of said corresponding supplier response; 
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conducting a supplier site evaluation based on a supplier 
compliance level and generating an on-site evaluation 
report in response thereto; 

comparing said on-site evaluation report with said sup- 
plier compliance level to provide a combined supplier 
evaluation; and 

selecting said supplier as said vendor in accordance with 
said combined supplier evaluation. 

2. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of incorporating said set of requirements into a vendor 
proposal request, said providing step comprising the step of 
supplying said vendor proposal request to said supplier. 

3. A method as recited in claim 2, wherein said supplying 
step comprises the step of downloading said vendor proposal 
request to said supplier via a communication network. 

4. A method as recited in claim 2, wherein said supplying 
step comprises the step of storing said vendor proposal 
request on a compact disc, and supplying said compact disc 
to said supplier. 

5. A method as recited in claim 2, wherein said supplying 
step comprises the step of providing said supplier on-line 
access to a centralized evaluation system storing said 
requirements. 

6. A method as recited in claim 5, wherein said on-line 
access providing step comprises the step of initiating an 
interactive evaluation session outputting project questions to 
said supplier in accordance with said requirements. 

7. A method as recited in claim 5, wherein said on-line 
access providing step comprises the step of providing access 
to a standards database storing a plurality of quality stan- 
dards corresponding to said requirements. 

8. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein said receiving 
step comprises the steps of: 

receiving via a communication network an electronic data 

file comprising said supplier responses; and 
storing said supplier responses in a database. 

9. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein said selecting 
step comprises the steps of: 

accessing a database having standardized requirements; 

selecting said requirements from said standardized 
requirements stored in said database; and 

assigning each of said selected requirements said corre- 
sponding relative weight; and 

storing said selected requirements on a tangible medium. 

10. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein said conduct- 
ing step comprises the steps of: 

accessing a database having standardized requirements; 
selecting at least a portion of said requirements from said 

standardized requirements stored in said database; 
preparing an on-site requirements list in accordance with 

said selected portion of said requirements and said 

supplier responses; and 
performing said supplier site evaluation in accordance 

with said on-site requirements list 

11. A method as recited in claim 10, wherein said con- 
ducting step further comprises the step of storing said on-site 
evaluation report on a tangible medium. 

12. A method as recited in claim 11 wherein said storing 
step comprises the step of uploading said on-site evaluation 
report to a second database via a communication network. 

13. A system for evaluating supplier capabilities to qualify 
a supplier as a vendor for a project, comprising: 

a first database system storing a plurality of industry 

quality standards; 
a second database system storing supplier information 

including existing vendor performance reports, histari- 
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cal vendor performance reports, supplier responses to 
project proposals, and audit reports generated during 
on-site evaluations of the supplier in accordance with 
selected quality maturity requirements; 

processing means for . generating said selected quality 
maturity requirements from said first database system, 
said processing means generating a first-tier supplier 
maturity level on the basis of said supplier responses to 
said corresponding quality maturity requirements each 
having a weight value, and a second-tier supplier 
maturity level on the basis of said audit reports per- 
formed in accordance with said supplier responses and 
said first-tier maturity level; and 

a terminal device for providing data access to said pro- 
cessing means. 

14. A system as recited in claim 13, wherein said terminal 
device supplies said generated audit reports via a commu- 
nications system for use by said'processing means. 

15. A system as recited in claim 13, wherein said pro- 
cessing means supplies said selected maturity requirements 
to said supplier via a communication network. 

16. A system as recited in claim 13, wherein said pro- 
cessing means stores said selected maturity requirements on 
a compact disc, said compact disc being arranged to provide 
an interactive presentation of said selected maturity require- 
ments. 

17. A system as recited in claim 13, further comprising a 
product database storing historical performance data on 
products supplied by project vendors. 

18. A system as recited in claim 13, wherein said pro- 
cessing means generates an audit schedule in accordance 
with said supplier responses, said on-site evaluation being 
executed in accordance with said audit schedule. 

19. A system as recited in claim 13, wherein said pro- 
cessing means comprises a supplier interface enabling 
access to said first and second database system via a com- 
munication network, said supplier interface providing said 
selected quality maturity requirements to a supplier in 
response to an access request 

20. A system as recited in claim 19, wherein said supplier 
interface stores in said second database system said supplier 
responses to said corresponding quality maturity require- 
ments received via said communication network 

21. A system as recited in claim 19, wherein said supplier 
interface provides a portion of said industry quality stan- 
dards in response to a received database access request 
corresponding to at least one of said selected quality matu- 
rity requirements. 

22. A supplier self-evaluation system for responding to a 
request for proposal, comprising: 

a template file storing a plurality of supplier questions for 
said request for proposal; 

a local database storing a plurality of maturity require- 
ments corresponding to said request for proposal; 

a control system for successively displaying one of said 
supplier questions from said template file and generat- 
ing a supplier response file in response to user inputs, 
said control system comprising an access routine selec- 
tively accessing said maturity requirements corre- 
sponding to said displayed one supplier question in 
response to a first user access request, said access 
routine accessing, in response to a second user access 
request, a remote database to retrieve remote data 
supplemental to and complementary with said selec- 
tively accessed maturity requirements. ' 

23. A system as recited in claim 22, wherein said template 
rile, said local database and said control system are stored on 
a compact disc. 
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24. A system as recited in claim 22, wherein said access 
routine supplies said supplier response file to said remote 
database in response to a third user access request 

25. A system as recited in claim 22, further comprising a 
help file accessible by said access routine in response to a 
third user access request, said help file providing informa- 
tion corresponding to said displayed supplier question. 

26. A method for responding to a request for proposal, 
comprising the computer-iinpiemented steps of: 

reading an electronic file comprising a plurality of ques- 
tions related to said request for proposal, at least one of 
said plurality of questions corresponding to a selected 
set of quality maturity requirements; 

successively displaying said plurality of questions during 
an interactive session; 

selectively accessing a specification database in response 
to a supplier access request, to obtain information on 
the quality maturity requirements corresponding to a 
selected one of said displayed questions; 

receiving a supplier response to at least one of said 
displayed questions, and 

storing said at least one supplier response in an electronic 
file to generate a supplier response file. 

27. A method as recited in claim 26, wherein said storing 
step comprises the steps of: 

establishing a connection with a remote database via a 

communication network; and 
storing said electronic supplier response file in said 

remote database. 

28. A method as recited in claim 26, wherein said speci- 
fication database is stored on a compact disc. 

29. A method as recited in claim 26, wherein said selec- 
tively accessing step comprises the steps of: 

accessing a first database to obtain first information 
corresponding to said selected one of said displayed 
questions; 

accessing a second database via a communication net- 
work to obtain second information corresponding to 
said selected one of said displayed questions, said 
second information being complementary to said first 
information. 

30. A method as recited in claim 29, wherein said selec- 
tively accessing step further comprises the step of storing 
said accessed second information. 

3L A method as recited in claim 26, further comprising 
the step of uploading the supplier response file to a supplier 
evaluation system. 

32. A computer-readable medium having stored thereon a 
plurality of sequences of instructions, said plurality of 
sequences of instructions including sequences of instruc- 
tions which, when executed by a processor, cause said 
processor to perform the steps of: 
receiving an electronic file comprising a plurality of 
questions related to a request for proposal, at least one 
of said plurality of questions corresponding to a 
selected set of quality maturity requirements; 
successively displaying said plurality of questions during 

an interactive session; 
selectively accessing a specification database in response 
to a supplier access request to obtain information on the 
quality maturity requirements corresponding to a 
selected one of said displayed questions; 
receiving a supplier response to at least one of said 

displayed questions; and 
storing said supplier response in an electronic file to 
generate a supplier response file. 
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33. The computer-readable medium of claim 32. wherein 
the medium comprises a storage medium. 

34. The computer-readable medium of claim 33. wherein 
the medium is a CD-ROM disc. 

35. A computer-readable medium having stored thereon a 5 
plurality of sequences of instructions, said plurality of 
sequences of instructions including sequences of instruc- 
tions which, when executed by a processor, cause said 
processor to perform the steps of: 

receiving an electronic file comprising a plurality of 10 
questions related to a request for proposal, at least one 
of said plurality of questions corresponding to a 
selected set of quality maturity requirements; 

successively displaying said plurality of questions during 
an interactive session; 15 

selectively accessing a local database in response to a first 
supplier access request, to obtain information on the 
quality maturity requirements corresponding to a 
selected one of said displayed questions; 
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selectively accessing a remote database in response to a 
second supplier access request, to retrieve remote data 
supplemental to. and complementary with, said selec- 
tively accessed maturity requirements; 

receiving a supplier response to at least one of said 
displayed questions; and 

storing said supplier response in an electronic file to 
generate a supplier response file. 

36. Hie computer-readable medium of claim 35, wherein 
the medium comprises a storage medium. 

37. The computer-readable medium of claim 36, wherein 
the medium is a CD-ROM disc. 

38. The computer-readable medium of claim 35, includ- 
ing a sequence of instructions for causing the processor to 
upload the electronic supplier response file to a supplier 
evaluation system via a communications network. 

***** 
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